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 Preface

 


“What I have written I
have written.” ~ Pontius Pilate, The Gospel of John
19:22.

 


This work is the final
edition of A Dog Among Thorns
and I will not revise it again. It is now in the
best form possible given limited time resources, competing
projects, all manner of interruptions and my waning
interest.

I have been a professional writer
since 2005, not in the sense that any publishing company cared to
disseminate and profit from my work (if that was indeed possible),
but in the sense that, as an attorney, I was paid to write. Writing
briefs, motions, memorandums of law and the like was a significant
part of my employment. I received praise for my writing from
superiors and colleagues and assumed I could write fiction. I was
wrong.

I wrote a putrid
screenplay in law school entitled Tharsosia in a desperate attempt to
escape my legal education. A Dog Among
Thorns was an improvement but, until now,
in need of plot, grammar and other revisions. The novel was written
during my second marriage and published in 2012, the book a product
of high, sometimes-unfettered emotion which corrupted the plot and
my expression of it. My Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder complicated
matters as was evident from my excessively-detailed descriptions,
especially of places and character actions, and my general,
often-unrestrained wordiness. The final nails in my literary coffin
were my over-exuberance at “being a writer” and a far-too-positive
version of my Christian beliefs.

I hope this revision makes
a difference. Seven long years of authorship have honed and
developed my fiction writing to a level I consider passable. This
last revision to the mass of words known as A Dog Among Thorns includes a
revamped plot and more polished prose. I sincerely hope you enjoy
it.

 


Joshua R. Fields


 


1

 “ … even the dogs under the table feed on the children’s crumbs.”
The Gospel of Mark 7:28.

 


Perched like a vulture upon the top of
a church pew, Miriam surveyed her latest victim with wicked
delight. Seated before her was a young, handsome man, his head
lying upon the back of the pew in which he sat. The rear portion of
his head was no longer intact, the contents of his skull splattered
into the pews behind him. A .357 caliber handgun lay in his
lap.

The blackness of Miriam’s demonic eyes
flickered with an unholy light as a rush of elation washed over her
but soon the initial joy of success faded. It always did. Tempting
those cursed with a turbulent love affair was becoming all too
common - and frustratingly routine - in these dark days.

A shell of her former human self,
Miriam retained some of the youthful features she possessed in
life. Long, blonde hair, girlish and curly, streamed down from her
head and laid harmlessly on her shoulders. Her skin, though deathly
pale in color, possessed a healthy texture but her eyes were a
hollow jet-black, each one an abyssal void that fed on
life.

Miriam’s soft, pink lips hid teeth
that tapered into sharp incisor-like points and razor-sharp claws
tipped her thin fingers. A slim gold necklace hung from Miriam’s
neck and supported a chillingly-accurate spider charm.

None of her demonic features, however,
disturbed those who laid eyes upon her more than the white-lace,
baby-doll nightgown she wore. Clad in that garb, Miriam exuded a
dispiriting aura, one resulting from the innocence of a virtuous
young woman being viciously torn from her spirit.

“He was a troubled young
man, Miriam, but had such potential in life,” said a strong, steady
female voice in a firm yet sad tone. A tall, lean figure walked
forward from the shadows covering the apse of the church, her
features hidden by the darkness. The only light came from the moon
which shone through stained glass windows. The voice’s owner
avoided its rays, however, and added, “Now you’ve taken even that
from him.”

“He killed
himself,” Miriam replied
sharply in her girlish voice. Her head abruptly twitched to the
side in an animalistic manner as her eyes flashed angrily in the
direction of the woman. She then methodically lifted her
chin.

“Whether you pulled the
trigger yourself or convinced him to do it, you bear the
responsibility for his death,” continued the woman, her
disappointment evident. Lowering her voice, she said in a grave
tone, “We’ve discussed this before.”

Surrounded by polished church pews
hewn from cherry wood, the two figures studied each other briefly.
Fifteen rows of the pews extended down either side of a single
aisle in the center of the church’s nave, the uncomfortable seating
running from the narthex at the rear of the church to the crossing
at its front. An austere altar of polished wood sat atop the apse
and was flanked by plain, cherry wood doors on either side. Both
led to the sacristy.

The crucifix, ubiquitous in Catholic
churches, no longer ornamented the wall behind the altar but
discoloration of the wall betrayed its former presence. Oddly, the
walls of the church were constructed of redstone brick, their
surfaces simple and unadorned. The religious implements and
decorations had long since been stripped from them, the most
noticeably absent being the Way of the Cross which documented
Christ’s crucifixion. Ornate cherry wood lanterns, the last
remnants of titivation, hung from the ceiling of the
church.

Stepping into the filtered moonlight,
Sarah revealed herself. A classically beautiful woman in her middle
forties, her olive skin seemingly emitted a faint, greenish glow.
Deep blue eyes shone from her stern face, her chocolate hair pulled
back tightly into a bun. She, in contrast to Miriam, wore a simple,
dark-gray dress of serge girt with a leather belt.

“Is that what
God tells you?” Miriam
snapped with a sneer and a chuckle, the demon clearly annoyed with
the woman’s insinuation. Her sneer softened and she said, “God
should thank me. I relieved his pain.”

“We are fired in the
flames of our suffering, Miriam,” explained Sarah, “and his pain
was a gift from God.”

“A gift!?” exclaimed
Miriam incredulously, her black eyes widening. She, with an eerie,
uncharacteristic seriousness, continued thickly, “His people suffer
and he does nothing. It has always been this way. It will always be.”

“‘Do not think that I came
to bring peace on the earth: I did not come to bring peace, but a
sword,’” Sarah answered gravely as she quoted the Gospel of Matthew
10:34. Reaching out her thin hand to rest it on the corner of a
pew, she watched Miriam squirm with great discomfort during her
reading of Scripture.

“A sword!” exclaimed
Miriam while swiftly recovering and swiping up the .357. She leapt
off the pew and into the aisle, danced like a little girl while
cackling in delight and tossed the pistol in front of Sarah. The
gun slid to within inches of her feet as Miriam stated with great
satisfaction, “He’s brought so much more than a sword!”

“I pray for you, Miriam,”
uttered Sarah. Lifting her gaze and intently watching Miriam as if
searching her soul, she shook her head and continued, “I pray that
one day the true meaning of our Lord’s words will be revealed to
you.”

Miriam laughed devilishly
and pretended that she did not perceive Sarah’s emphasis on
“words”. Her
physical form began to fade into nothingness.

“Sorry about the mess,”
Miriam cooed with a wink and a tone of feigned innocence. Seconds
later, she completely disappeared.

******

The damp gray haze of dawn appeared
sluggishly as night ceded power to morning. A fog formed slowly
overnight, its tendrils clinging to the valley and stretching into
the mountains. Two of those tendrils wrapped themselves around the
former Catholic Church of Saint Cyril and created a small pocket of
thin mist between them.

Situated upon a plateau jutting from
the slopes of Mount Baldwin, the abandoned church overlooked the
valley in which the city of Kaiser lay. The church’s arched
entrance, topped with a circular, stained-glass window, faced west
and above it rose a brick steeple upon which stood four cream-toned
pillars of stone. The pillars, in turn, supported a stone spire of
the same shade, its apex reaching fifty feet. The pillars and spire
together formed a belfry containing a single bronze
bell.

Running back from the steeple was a
gabled roof of brown shingles and a parking lot, now in mild
disrepair, had been built in front of the church. Headstones
bursting from the earth like thick white teeth littered the ground
on the church’s other three sides. The cemetery terminated at a
natural stone wall at which point the plateau became mountain
again.

Working on the south side of the
church in dark blue jeans and a faded t-shirt, Sarah stabbed the
earth with the point of her shovel. She stomped her foot on it to
drive it deeper, lifted a clump of dirt and tossed it to her
right.

The grave which she dug had no
headstone nor did the ten graves in a line to its left. Each of the
ten was marked with a metallic cross of three feet in height. The
body of Miriam’s latest victim lay beside Sarah, the corpse veiled
by a white sheet carefully wrapped around it. Despite Sarah’s
meticulous efforts to cloak the body, the sheet bore stains from
the blood and gore of the young man’s horrific head
wound.

“Sucks cleaning up my
messes, doesn’t it?” Miriam questioned as she materialized on the
left side of the grave Sarah diligently dug.

“I certainly yearn for the
day you don’t make them anymore,” answered Sarah without looking at
Miriam. She continued to dig the grave, her breathing intensifying,
and said, “But, until then, I will provide your victims with the
compassion and mercy that you do not.”

“‘Until then?’” thought a
confused Miriam, the demon pondering Sarah’s words silently while
Sarah toiled to complete the grave. Miriam still felt a slight
twinge of rejection.

“It’s my
fucking destiny to
make fucking messes until the fucking
end of time,” Miriam announced to the audience of
grave markers. Sarah’s uncharacteristically inattentive manner
aggravated her, and, looking at her with a fleeting, wild despair,
she added, “It’s what I fucking
do.”

“Miriam!” scolded Sarah while looking up from her work. She scowled
at Miriam and said, “Such foul language only sullies your
spirit.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,
fuck, fuck, fuck,” chimed Miriam in delight as she twirled around
childishly. Sarah shot her a frustrated look. Ceasing her dance,
Miriam laughed and said, “It’s only a word.”

“‘. . . the things that
proceed out of the mouth come from the heart, and those defile the
man,’" Sarah stated as Miriam shuddered at her words. (Excerpt from
the Gospel of Matthew 15:18). Satisfied with the impact of her
lesson, Sarah began digging again. Miriam, meanwhile, phased out of
sight and reappeared atop a large white headstone one row in front
of Sarah.

“I’m no
man, in case you hadn’t
noticed,” said a perturbed Miriam with a puzzled expression and her
characteristic head twitch. She smiled a wide, haunting smile, her
grin devoid of joy and revealing her sharp teeth. She also
displayed her clawed hands with her palms inward and her fingers
moving rapidly back-and-forth. Sarah stopped digging, drove the
shovel into the earth in front of her and rested her two hands on
it.

“That is correct, Miriam.
You are a daimoniou,” Sarah explained in exasperation as Miriam looked away. She
added as an aside, “In the Koine Greek of the New Testament, it
means ‘daemonic being.’”

“I know what I am!” Miriam
barked abruptly in a deep, monstrous voice as she leapt with
incredible agility to another headstone behind Sarah. A murderous
countenance and vulture-like movements of her head and neck
followed as she eyed her with sudden malice. Sarah remained
perfectly still.

Many tense seconds passed
without incident until Miriam gracefully leapt from the headstone
onto the ground next to the wrapped corpse. Her murderous
expression faded into calm curiosity as she caressed the man’s
veiled forehead with her claws. Feigning concern for her victim by
pawing at him gently, she whispered, “I am
lost.”

“Even a
daimoniou may be saved,”
Sarah explained. Narrowing her eyes and studying Miriam, she said,
“All things are possible to he . . . to
she . . . who believes.”

“We do not believe,” lied
Miriam defiantly, her ire rising again.

“Quite to the contrary, my
child: ‘You believe that God is one. You do well;
the demons also believe,
and shudder,’” answered Sarah, this time quoting from The Letter of
James 2:19. Her words prompted Miriam to tremble.

“Enough!” growled Miriam, her demonic
voice bleeding through her human one.

“‘With people this is
impossible, but with God all things are possible,’” Sarah recited
with a determined hope in her voice. (The Gospel of Matthew
19:26).

Tinged with Sarah’s hope, the words of
Christ thrust Miriam into a venomous rage. She screamed a hideous,
demonic scream and hissed at Sarah. Miriam then hurtled herself
towards her, Sarah stiffening into a defensive posture but
otherwise remaining composed. Miriam phased into the spiritual
world and vanished.

Realizing that Miriam failed to reach
her, Sarah relaxed her body. Plucking her shovel from the earth,
she returned to the task at hand.

“She has not completely
succumbed to evil, my Lord,” prayed Sarah silently as she dug, “yet
if I cannot save her, who can?”

******

Jacob lifted the worn glass to his
lips and felt the whiskey burn them before drinking it down. His
binge drinking slid towards alcoholism but only alcohol adequately
numbed his emotions these days. Thankfully, he managed to slip his
bodyguard and it would now take Elizabeth’s goons hours to find
him. He needed every minute of those hours to drown his
sorrows.

Sitting at the bar of his new favorite
hangout, The Last Place, Jacob took another drink and surveyed his
environment. Poorly lit, dingy and dilapidated, The Last Place was
nothing more than a strip club serving as a front for a
prostitution ring. Elizabeth outlawed nude dancing and prostitution
within the city limits due to her own personal distaste for such
things. Her business acumen, however, led her to legalize, regulate
and tax the sex industry in the slums outside of the city’s walls.
Jacob once challenged Elizabeth’s apparent double standard. He
would never forget her answer.

“An attempt to stamp out
immorality among the populace will always be just that, Jacob, an
attempt,” she explained while taking umbrage with Jacob’s
challenge. She then lowered her voice and continued earnestly,
“Channeling it outside the city keeps it where it will do the least
harm.”

“And the tax revenue you
receive from it?” he asked pointedly, his question irritating
Elizabeth enough to prompt an icy glare.

“The tax revenue it
generates is simply my fee for having to deal with it,” she
answered with a raised eyebrow.

“Elizabeth,” Jacob thought
though it was difficult to think with the heavy metal music blaring
from speakers throughout the bar. He took another drink. The burn
of the whiskey trickling down his throat and the smell of it in his
nostrils eased the tension in his body. His latest battle with
Elizabeth had been their ugliest yet. He thought for the first time
in their relationship that she might kill him. Death itself,
however, was not Jacob’s greatest concern.

“I’ve already lived longer
than Jesus,” the thirty-five-year-old thought. A far more
frightening prospect plagued Jacob: the loss of his emotional
connection with Elizabeth. It seemed ever-present prior to their
whirlwind marriage. Unfortunately, the connection now disappeared
frequently, often for days at a time, its warmth replaced by an
odd, uncomfortable emptiness. He presently felt that emptiness
again.

“At least I’m in the
perfect place to feel empty,” Jacob said aloud while soaking in The
Last Place’s dreary yet strangely-comforting ambiance. Looking into
the dirty, smudged mirror that ran the length of the wall behind
the bar and past the liquor bottles lining the counter beneath it,
he viewed the rest of the room.

The poor interior lighting -
consisting of dirty light bulbs, old strings of small yellow lights
and various red neon lights along the top of the walls - cast
everything and everyone in a strange orange glow. Smoke from
cigarettes and cigars that had long since burnt out hung faintly in
the air, their stale scent penetrating everything.

The middle of the room housed a small,
rectangular stage, each of its corners sporting a silver stripper
pole that ran to the large, wooden light fixture hanging above the
stage. The fixture itself was decorated with old strings of small,
hazy lights. Running around the stage was a small shelf upon which
patrons could set their drinks and worn bar stools. The area just
beyond the stage was encompassed by small, red-topped tables
surrounded by uncomfortable, scattered metal chairs.

The outer wall opposite the bar and
three half-walls, each interrupted by an entranceway into the stage
area, encompassed the tables and chairs. A long, cushioned bench
ran along two-thirds of the outer wall with a row of additional
red-topped tables and chairs placed in front of the bench. A long,
tinted window spanned most of the wall but on the right side of the
room it gave way to three steps. Those stairs led to an open area
containing the DJ box and a back room which overlooked the main
club via the tinted window.

Jacob noticed a commotion in the DJ
booth. The young disc jockey, a surprisingly clean-cut and handsome
man, joked with an attractive young woman.

“Well, now, who do we have
here?” thought Jacob. Possessing a muted Gothic look, the stripper
had straight, coal-black hair tied in two large pigtails, cropped
bangs and milky white skin. She was dressed in a skimpy string
bikini of white with red, blue and yellow polka dots. Playfully
flirting with the DJ, she batted her long, dark black eyelashes,
laughed and gestured wildly.

“Not bad,” thought Jacob
as he watched the stripper’s full, taut breasts jiggle with every
move she made. Jacob’s eyes flashed to the door and he caught the
large, grungy bouncer eying him closely. Jacob, intimidated by
direct eye contact, immediately looked away. The bouncer sat on a
bar stool behind a four-foot half-wall next to the entry door, an
open cash box and an unraveled roll of orange paper tickets sitting
atop it.

Beyond another half-wall on the left
wall, a wide walkway ran the length of the club. Branching off the
aisle halfway down the left interior wall was a hallway leading to
the restrooms. A cigarette machine and a broken automated teller
machine stood guard on either side of the hallway entrance. The
aisle ended at a large, red door leading to the dancers’ dressing
room and showers.

Jacob’s eyes surveyed the red door
briefly before drifting back to the Goth stripper and studying her
body. She caught him watching her so he quickly looked
away.

“Bet she’s a fuck-demon in
the sack,” he muttered.

******

Jacob swallowed the last of his first
glass of whiskey. The bartender, as if she read Jacob’s mind, set
another glass before him, filled it with whiskey and then set the
bottle down next to the glass. The attractive, curly-haired
redhead, probably in her forties, wore a tight, black t-shirt and
jeans, the outfit hardly containing her large, artificial breasts
and impressively-fit body. She examined Jacob’s
clothing.

“We don’t usually get
anyone from inside the walls here,” said the bartender.

“It looks like you don’t
usually get anyone in here,” Jacob quipped while turning to survey the empty
establishment. He noticed the disc jockey having a drink at the bar
and realized the jarring rock music had ceased. Turning back, he
took another drink and mumbled to himself, “Though you will
shortly.”

“Business is always better
at night, baby,” the bartender said with a wink before retreating
into a small, brightly-lit kitchen at the end of the bar. The scent
of exotic body spray suddenly wafted over Jacob. He felt someone’s
presence next to him and turned to face it.

“Hey there, fucker,”
opened the Goth girl with an alluring cockiness, the stripper no
slave to the pleasantries of seducing a mark. Zealously extending
her hand to Jacob, she said, “I’m Rickee.”

“Of course you are,”
replied Jacob as he took her hand and shook it gently. Rickee’s
shining emerald eyes were stunning and framed her prominent nose.
Firmly grasping his hand, she plopped herself down on the bar stool
next to Jacob. She was in her early twenties at best, the young
woman beaming at Jacob with soft, bright-red lips and batting her
blackened eyelashes at him.

“Buy me a drink?” asked
Rickee with a hint of arrogance. Her stark confidence amused him
but her age and prospects for the future saddened him. Many young
women like Rickee turned to prostitution to survive before the
collapse but now their numbers increased drastically.

“Sure, I’ll buy you a
drink,” Jacob replied with a faint smile and a knowing look. He
once dabbled in the dark world of prostitution and had no doubt
that five years ago he would have taken the bait and pursued
Rickee.

“Not until this comes
off,” Jacob thought as he examined the ring on his finger. He could
not deny, however, that the attention of a beautiful young woman
comforted him.

“What else would you like
to buy?” asked Rickee as, reaching out her hand, she touched
Jacob’s thigh and rubbed it seductively. Gazing intensely into his
eyes, she smiled a warm smile. She then placed her right elbow on
the bar and rested her chin on her hand.

“Just your drink, thank
you,” Jacob replied while politely moving
Rickee’s hand off his thigh.

“Whatever you say,” said
Rickee suggestively.

******

Jacob felt dizzy due to his whiskey
buzz and Rickee’s intoxicating presence. Five drinks down, he
clumsily grasped the bottle and poured himself another. Some of the
whiskey missed his glass and spilled onto the bar.

“How ‘bout you, smiley
tits?” he asked Rickee with a lazy grin and a chuckle. He moved the
bottle towards her glass.

“How ‘bout we cut the
bullshit and talk about you fucking me?” replied Rickee bluntly.
Grabbing the whiskey bottle, she took a drink and set it down in
front of her, adding shrewdly, “I’ll letcha cum twice.”

“Sorry, honey,” Jacob
answered as he awkwardly exhibited his gold wedding band to Rickee.
Wriggling his ring finger, he said, “I’m a prisoner of the marital
penitentiary.”

Rickee’s playful demeanor melted into
a restrained contempt. Standing up abruptly, she spat in Jacob’s
face.

“What the fuck was that
for?” Jacob demanded with arms raised in protest.

“Ask her, dick bag,”
Rickee retorted while motioning to the entrance. She marched
angrily to the hallway leading to the restrooms and disappeared
through the red door. Jacob looked up long enough to see the
silhouette of a tall woman in the doorway. He scowled and
exhaled.

“You’re such an asshole,
Jake,” said a smooth, confident female voice. It continued with
amusement, “You just cost that whore five grand.”

Jacob exhaled in defeat and wiped
Rickee’s spit off his face. Knowing it would be his last of the
night, he took one long drink from his glass and set it down
roughly. The whiskey within it sloshed around but miraculously
remained in the glass.

“Elizabeth should’ve cut
your throat the first time you bolted,” growled the woman with
abrupt contempt. Shaking her head in disgusted disbelief, she
added, “What a fucking waste you are.”

“Fuck you, Darby,” said
Jacob smugly without even turning to face her, “fuck you with a
telephone pole.”

Darby stood an athletic and toned
five-feet-eleven-inches tall. Lengthy, light-brown locks tinged
with auburn framed the skin of her lightly-tanned face and fell to
the middle of her back. Her mesmerizing eyes were light blue with a
sparkling brilliance and a touch of insanity. She was clad in dark
blue jeans and a tight black tank top, each bare shoulder bearing a
tattoo of a hideous, screaming gargoyle. A holster hung at her side
and was attached to a thick-yet-stylish leather utility belt
containing a semi-automatic pistol of obscene
proportions.

“I really thought you’d
take the bait,” Darby replied with obvious disdain and hate burning
in her eyes. She walked closer to Jacob, her hand on her sidearm,
and admitted, “I’m amazed you were able to think with something
other than your cock, you stupid fuck.”

“My cock’s got ya’ by
twenty IQ points, cunt,” Jacob grumbled while rotating his bar
stool around to show Darby his sneer. Murder flickered in Darby’s
eyes briefly before she composed herself.

“It won’t be long until I
bring my sister your corpse,” said Darby with a wicked grin that
made Jacob’s heart freeze. He knew Darby would not threaten to kill
him unless she believed Elizabeth’s sanction to be forthcoming.
Darby reveled in Jacob’s fading smile.

“That’s right, Jake,”
Darby said slowly with delight, “she, like everyone else, is fed up
with your bullshit.”

“Finding me seems like a
shit assignment for the second
deadliest woman in the City,” said Jacob
sarcastically with a forced smirk. Swiping at Darby with his words
while attempting to hide his fear, he asked, “Or does Liz not quite
hold you in the esteem she once did?”

Darby’s eyes narrowed. Picking up
Jacob’s glass, she drained the remaining whiskey it contained and
hurled it at the far wall. Jacob ducked. The glass whizzed across
the room and careened into the wall. Shards of glass rocketed
everywhere.

“I’ll make a widow of my
sister before the year’s out,” Darby said with particular relish.
Grinning and roughly patting him on the shoulder, she added, “That
I promise you.”

“God help
me,” Jacob prayed silently with a
desperate earnestness.
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 Elizabeth observed her city from the stone balcony of her
mansion. Exuding confidence and competence, she was
five-feet-eight-inches of lean, sexy muscle with coffee-hued,
straight hair cut to a length between her chin and shoulders. Her
eyes were of a muted, earthy green that, at times, appeared almost
black and contrasted with her soft, pale skin. Clad in dark blue
jeans and a shiny, leathery top with short sleeves, she drifted to
the edge of the balcony. She, like Darby, carried a sidearm on her
right hip though her pistol was of more modest
proportions.

The metropolis of Kaiser was squarely
underneath her thumb but even now her appearance was dangerous. Her
quest for domination of the city led to the purge of most of her
enemies. A few escaped, however, her foes melting into the urban
sprawl that spread out from the city walls. A high-powered sniper
rifle could end her life in an instant.

“Fear is for those without
destinies,” she thought. Elizabeth desired solitude and the warm
southern breeze tonight and she would not be denied.

Kaiser, a bustling city of nearly
900,000 residents, stood relatively unscathed by the fall. Its
unique, isolated position in the middle of a massive forest
insulated it from the chaos in the last days of the old world and
first days of the new world it became.

The city spanned a valley and two
mountains, Mount Borgia and Mount Baldwin, with the San Joaquin
River running through its center. The river fell over a great
waterfall near the city and served as a tremendous natural asset
fueling Elizabeth’s military-industrial machine with much needed
hydroelectric power.

Kaiser was the culmination of ten
years of Elizabeth’s labor, birthed and nurtured much like her own
children. Having minimal involvement with the outside world, or,
more accurately, the little of the outside world that remained, she
willed Kaiser to life and supported it on her own
shoulders.

Elizabeth’s mind, however, pondered a
much more personal and less lofty topic this night: Jacob. Her
eccentric, brooding husband once again escaped his security escort
and sauntered off into the city. Earlier that day, a simple terse
argument erupted into one of their characteristic heated, ugly
conflicts and sent Jacob scurrying off into the slums to drown his
sorrows.

“Imbecile,” Elizabeth said
aloud. The escalation of their initial disagreement fell squarely
on his shoulders. Despite her continued ire, her anger gradually
subsided and was replaced with a fear of his activities in the sin
factories of the slums.

Elizabeth sighed. She loved Jacob but
their marriage continued to deteriorate and take its toll on her
emotional health. Prior to their wedding, Jacob possessed a warm,
calm and loving demeanor, her new paramour being deferential almost
to a fault. Believing that Jacob could provide the emotional
support she craved and seeking a faithful partner in life, she
married him.

Melding her complicated life with
Jacob proved to be a difficult task at best. They disagreed on even
the simplest of matters and those clashes often sent Jacob into
vitriolic rages. Jacob’s anger never turned physical or neared such
an extreme yet his weapons were hateful, wounding words that
provoked Elizabeth’s own inner demons. Elizabeth’s emotional world
was a private one, one that she opened to a precious few. Far too
frequently for her own liking, she had to force Jacob out of that
world. His verbal assaults were simply too damaging to absorb any
longer.

A vehicle entering the compound
distracted Elizabeth. The long black sedan belonged to her younger
sister, Darby, the woman who served as her loyal right hand and
unrelenting attack dog.

“It seems my wayward
husband has returned,” Elizabeth remarked to herself. Whirling
around gracefully, she walked towards the balcony doors and mused
bitterly, “This should be fun.”

******

Reading a one-page document in her
tastefully-simple office, Elizabeth sat quietly and comfortably
tucked away in her tall, ergonomic desk chair behind a great desk
of black, polished metal. The desk, remarkably clean and organized
given Elizabeth’s station, appeared much like the desk of any
twenty-first-century businessperson prior to the collapse. A laptop
computer, a rarity in Kaiser, sat open on her desk and she
occasionally glanced at the screen.

Elizabeth’s office spanned nearly
twenty percent of the top level of the mansion with white walls and
black, marble floors. Double doors of bulletproof glass led into it
though a dusky tint prevented those outside from viewing those
inside. Black shelving units served as bookends to the doors, one
of which stood ajar. An elaborate locking mechanism was visible
inside the glass.

An elaborate sitting area, located
between the doors and Elizabeth’s desk, was laid out upon a
sizeable rug of black-and-white, concentric squares. A large, low
and square table, constructed of glass and black, metal legs,
centered the area. Matching chairs, two to a side, framed the
table. A butler sat between the sitting area and the right wall of
the room. Several crystal decanters containing a multiplicity of
liquors, several glasses and an ice bucket were placed on
it.

The wall behind Elizabeth’s desk was
partitioned into three parts running left to right: an alcove with
a floor-to-ceiling window, the main section of wall and then
another alcove with a window. A credenza ran against the main
section of wall and above it hung a sixty-inch, flat-screen
television.

The wall on the right side of the room
housed shelving units upon which were placed numerous books and
binders. A black door leading to Elizabeth’s executive bathroom
bisected the shelving units. The door was closed.

The wall to the left side of the room
housed another set of glass doors leading to Elizabeth’s balcony,
the doors also tinted to conceal the inhabitants of the room from
the outside world. They were, however, considerably thicker than
the entry doors and the frame was reinforced with steel.

A commotion arose outside of the
office though Elizabeth did not react to it in any way. Bursting
through the doors and into the office, Darby dragged Jacob by the
left arm of his jacket. Forcing him forward against his will, Darby
marched purposefully around the sitting area and up to the front of
Elizabeth’s desk. She struggled with Jacob briefly and then tossed
him to the floor. Elizabeth paid her sister no mind and continued
to read the document she held in her pale, white hands.

“What the fuck, Liz?!”
exclaimed Jacob. Her tolerance of Darby’s aggression irked
him.

“We need to talk,
now,” Darby insisted,
her crazed blue eyes blazing. Unfazed by her sister’s passion,
Elizabeth finished reading the document while, despite all her
angst, she remained silent and still. A ruffled Jacob attempted to
stand but thought better of it when Darby drew her monstrous pistol
and pointed it at him.

“Put it away, Darby,”
instructed Elizabeth dryly without looking up from her reading.
Jacob popped up from the floor, his homicidal eyes trained on Darby
as she silently obeyed Elizabeth’s command.

“Where did you find
him this time?”
Elizabeth said while convincingly feigning composure. She finished
reading the document, laid it on her desk and raised her gaze to
her sister.

“I was--,” Jacob began to
explain, the adrenaline coursing through his veins and his body
trembling. A raised palm and stinging glance from Elizabeth caused
him to cease speaking.

“I’m not tracking this
cocksucker all over the city,” Darby snapped, her crazed look
intensifying. A similar stinging look from Elizabeth stifled her as
well.

“Where did you find him?” asked Elizabeth, her normally calm,
collected demeanor cracking ever so slightly and releasing the
smallest hint of anger. Darby examined her sister carefully. Was
her face faintly flushing?

“The Last Place,” replied
Darby as she folded her arms in disgust. She threw her sister a
penetrating gaze while a sheepish Jacob bowed his head in shame.
Darby explained, “It’s a hooker factory in the eastern
slums.”

Perturbed and becoming uncomfortable
in her own skin, Elizabeth sighed. Her fear grew as she steeled her
will to ask the question to which she did not want to know the
answer.

“You tested him, didn’t
you?” Elizabeth questioned sharply.

“Yes,” answered Darby
resolutely as her body straightened. She considered it a trap as
opposed as a test but made no effort to correct her
sister.

“Despite my instruction
that you not do so,” scolded Elizabeth, her eyes on Jacob. Turning
her head to Darby, she earnestly searched her sister’s countenance
for any hint of dishonesty and inquired, “Did he pass?”

Jacob lifted his head and shot a
sidelong, vitriolic gaze at Darby. She returned it.

“Yeah, Darby,” he snarled,
“did I pass?”

“Fucker,” Darby barked
quickly.

“Cunt,” Jacob
countered.

“Enough,
children!” demanded
Elizabeth insultingly, the Constable more agitated by Jacob’s
choice of profanity than the expletive used by her sister. She
inquired again, “Did he pass?”

“Unfortunately,” Darby
admitted in a disappointed tone as Jacob smiled haughtily.
Scowling, she continued, “Bastard wouldn’t take the
bait.”

Elizabeth exhaled in relief though she
experienced a rush of guilt over doubting Jacob. Darby continued
her optical battle with him.

“No more tests, Darby,”
Elizabeth explained, her eyes moving onto Jacob. She asked,
“Understood?”

“Understood,” Darby cooed
to her sister with mock deference. She unceremoniously walked over
to the butler. Grasping a short, stout glass of crystal, she filled
it with whiskey.

“Do you think that’s
wise?” said Elizabeth disapprovingly as she watched Darby take a
swig. She glared at her sister and stated with ire, “Alcohol has
made some very questionable decisions on your behalf as of
late.”

“You should encourage it,”
Darby said, gulping down some whiskey. Holding the glass aloft in a
mocking toast, she smirked and said, “Whiskey is the only thing
Jake and I have in common.”

“She has a point,” Jacob
conceded, his countenance softening with a thoughtful expression.
Elizabeth ignored him.

“Darby, you may detest
Jacob,” Elizabeth said, “but he is
my husband.”

“I just pulled
your husband
out of a fucking brothel,” sneered Darby, her
eyes exploding with fury while the rest of her body remained
inert.

“That will be all, Darby,”
Elizabeth said curtly. She gazed at her sister for several seconds
before composing herself and saying softly, “Thank you for bringing
him back. We’ll talk later.”

“Fine,” Darby replied, her
frustration dissolving as she resigned herself to defeat. Finishing
off her glass of whiskey, she carelessly tossed the glass on the
butler with a thud. Walking towards the double doors, she paused
before exiting but did not turn to face Elizabeth. She said in a
voice loud enough to be heard outside the office, “By the way, it
wasn’t his first time there.”

******

Jacob felt the dread of another clash
with Elizabeth who, with a look of disgusted anger on her face,
stood up in a measured manner and walked around her desk.
Proceeding to edge of the sitting area nearest the doors, she set
her hand upon one of the chairs.

“You swore to be faithful
to me, to avoid the pitfalls of your past,” she snarled, “and yet
Darby found you in a house of prostitution!”

Elizabeth screamed the final word as
she lifted the chair effortlessly and hurled it at Jacob. Jacob
darted to one side, dodging the chair by inches. The chair struck
the left alcove window with a disconcerting clang.

“I didn’t do a fucking
thing!” yelled Jacob, his anger bubbling forth. He kicked at one of
the other chairs. Missing his target, he laid his hand on it as if
to throw it but slammed it to the ground instead. He barked, “I was
just having a fucking drink!”

“Tell me, my foul-mouthed
Jacob,” said Elizabeth while shaking her head in disbelief, “why I
should believe you.”

“Because I rejected
Darby’s little whore, that’s fucking why!” bellowed Jacob. Throwing
her a veiled, sidelong sneer, he lowered his voice and muttered,
“So much for trusting me.”

“Listen more carefully,
idiot. Darby acted entirely without
my authority,” Elizabeth countered, her vitriol
tempered by guilt. Exhaling to vent her frustration, she expounded,
“I had absolutely nothing
to do with it. I swear it on the lives of my
children.”

“Your children, Liz?” interjected Jacob pointedly. Squaring his
body to her, he leaned forward and placed two hands on the back of
the chair, saying, “I thought they were our children.”

“You know what I mean,”
said Elizabeth curtly. They paramours’ gazes met and she continued,
“However, that is
not the issue. Regardless of whether you passed Darby’s test, you
had no business leaving the city limits, let alone patronizing The
Last Place.”

“Nothing happened Liz, I
swear it,” Jacob pleaded. Gesticulating to underscore his point, he
said, “There aren’t any regular bars outside the city walls, and no
bar owner inside the walls will allow me in his bar after the last
time.”

Elizabeth moved as if she laughed
briefly yet no sound came from her lips. The last proprietor who
admitted Jacob into a bar despite her decree to the contrary was
tortured, had his bar confiscated and then was banished from the
city. It assuaged her fear somewhat that Jacob’s opportunities for
mischief inside the city dwindled.

“I kept my promise. I was
faithful,” Jacob continued in a conciliatory tone. He noticed that
the ring finger on her left hand was bare.

“Where the fuck is your
wedding ring?” inquired Jacob harshly. Elizabeth quickly looked
down at her hand, realized the absence of a ring and rolled her
eyes.

“So dramatic, Jacob. The
ring was interfering with my accuracy,” Elizabeth explained
matter-of-factly. She patted the handle of her pistol and said,
“Steven suggested I take it off to improve my grip. It’s right
there.”

Elizabeth pointed to where the ring
laid on her desk. Jacob’s eyes darted to it and then back to
Elizabeth. She instantaneously regretted her mention of Steven, her
Chief of Personal Security, with whom Jacob frequently butted heads
over Elizabeth’s safety. Their close working relationship
threatened Jacob as did Steven’s handsomeness and body-building
physique.

“Steven is the last man
you should worry about,” Elizabeth assured Jacob. She walked
towards her desk.

“Yeah? Who’s the first?”
Jacob fired back with a stinging sneer. Clearly agitated by the
Elizabeth’s evasiveness and Steven’s involvement, he demanded, “Put
it on.”

“We are married whether
the ring is on my finger or—” Elizabeth began as she arrived at her
desk and folded her arms defiantly.

“Put the fucking ring
on,” growled Jacob, his eyes boring into
Elizabeth. His gaze caused her acute discomfort and she looked to
the ring to avoid it.

“Fine,” Elizabeth conceded
on her way back to her desk. Plucking the ring off its surface, she
slid it on her finger and held up her hand to demonstrate her
compliance. She then shot Jacob an incredulous look and asked,
“Satisfied?”

Jacob suddenly attempted to pull
Elizabeth into an embrace. She resisted Jacob’s attempt and pushed
him away.

“Your little jaunts are
becoming infuriatingly frequent,” Elizabeth said with disdain,
“especially when you are forbidden to leave the mansion. It’s for
your own safety and you know it.”

“I didn’t feel like being
here,” Jacob replied. He felt the anger boiling up within him after
another perceived rejection.

“You didn’t feel like
being here or
didn’t feel like being with
me?” Elizabeth queried suspiciously, her
eyes locked on Jacob. He hesitated and then looked away angrily as
she inquired, “You don’t love me anymore, do you?”

“I just tried to hug you,
damn it,” Jacob blurted as he looked back to Elizabeth. He asked
sharply, “You were here for that, right?”

“You once looked at me
like I was the only woman in the world,” said Elizabeth sternly yet
sadly. Shaking her head, she stated, “You haven’t looked at me like
that for a very long time.”

“A lot’s happened since
then,” replied Jacob while biting the inside of his mouth
nervously. The two spouses gazed into each other’s eyes
searchingly, each remembering happier times and wondering how their
young marriage deteriorated so quickly.

Uneasy with his proximity to
Elizabeth, Jacob turned from her and walked over to the butler to
fix himself a drink. Lifting the lid off the ice container, he used
tongs to drop several ice cubes into one of the glasses.

“Honestly, Jacob, you are
becoming an alcoholic,” scolded Elizabeth tersely. Entering the
sitting area in front of her desk, she sat down in a
chair.

“Fuck. Off,” Jacob said in
a flat, annoyed manner. He placed the lid back on the ice container
and set the tongs back on the butler.

“Is that any way to speak
to your wife?” Elizabeth queried disapprovingly. Picking up the
same decanter of whiskey used minutes earlier by Darby and pulling
off its stopper, Jacob poured a portion of its contents into his
glass.

“Would you prefer I throw
a chair at you?” chided Jacob as he popped the stopper back into
the bottle of whiskey and returned it to the butler.

“No,” answered Elizabeth
flippantly as he reached for his glass. Jacob’s wedding ring
slipped suddenly from his finger. It seemingly fell in slow motion
and he reflexively attempted to snatch it out of the air. His first
attempt failed as did his second attempt. The ring careened onto
the marble floor, emanating a chilling chime and, after a short
hop, landed and spun in place. Elizabeth observed his efforts and
said, “Careful.”

Jacob froze in response to the chime
and watched the office lighting glint off the rotating ring. He
watched it for only a few seconds yet those seconds seemed like
hours as he wondered whether he should retrieve it from the floor
or leave it spinning there forever.

******

Miriam surveyed the city of Kaiser
with unwavering attention. The darkness which strove to cover the
bustling metropolis failed, the blackness pierced mercilessly by a
crowded multitude of lights and choked by smoke from the fires of
Elizabeth’s military-industrial machine. Sitting with her legs
hanging over the ledge of the church steeple and her hands grasping
its edge, Miriam wondered when her next victim would be presented
to her. It had been several days since her last success.

Despite the smoke hanging over much of
the city, the altitude and position of the church kept it above the
haze and allowed access to clean air and the warm summer breeze.
Miriam’s blonde curls dangled and danced in its drafts.

“The city’s quiet
tonight,” Miriam thought.

The belfry was her favorite vantage
point from which to view the city. Its position on the slopes of
Mount Baldwin overlooked the bustling metropolis and provided an
absolutely-stunning view. The abandoned church also provided her
with the solitude she often sought from the ilk of the demon world
though, in the last few years, she encountered fewer and fewer of
her own kind.

Miriam waited for the appearance of
Marcion, the eccentric demon who always delivered the identity of
her next victim. This time, however, he was uncharacteristically
tardy and his absence stoked Miriam’s boredom and blood lust.
Beneath her desire to kill festered another emotion, the feeling
barely perceptible as it nagged her like the smallest of splinters.
It appeared several years ago, coming and going of its own accord,
but recently it became a regular visitor.

“You’re getting too good,
you little bitch,” said a comical yet hideous voice. Miriam’s
mysterious emotion flitted away and the voice lauded her, “That’s
three in the last two months.”

Behind Miriam a gruesome creature
clung to one side of the bronze church bell. The creature stood as
tall as a young child, its form corrupted with charred, twisted
flesh. Marcion shared Miriam’s hollow jet eyes and sharp claws but
he smiled a horrifying smile with jagged, rotting teeth.

“They weren’t even
challenging, you lazy fuck,” Miriam replied condescendingly while
still gazing out at the city.

“Fuck you, you conceited
little cunt,” sneered an annoyed Marcion. His annoyance quickly
faded back into an evil smile followed by a pregnant pause. He then
warned, “Be careful what you wish for . . . .”

Miriam’s head snapped to the side as
she threw Marcion a cold look over her shoulder. She then slowly
rotated her head back and her eyes glazed over.

“Who is he?” she asked
pointedly, the demon staring out at the city but seeing nothing.
Still hanging from the bell, Marcion pulled a maggot from his arm
and ate it. His smile returned.

“Jacob Gottschalk,”
Marcion melodically answered, his focus on Miriam
intensifying.

“Should I be impressed?”
questioned Miriam blithely.

“He’s Lady Lizzie’s latest
mate,” said Marcion. Miriam suddenly spun around and leapt onto the
bell with blinding speed. Grasping Marcion by the throat and
slamming his head into the bell, she latched onto it with her other
hand and left foot.

“You’re lying, you burnt
little bastard,” she said with an edgy calm while pulling Marcion
back to her and gazing deeply into his eyes. Her agitation and
excitement were hidden yet palpable and she said, “He’d
never target one of Lady
Lizzie’s toys. They’re not worth the effort.”

“He’ll . . . destroy . . .
you . . . for att- . . . attacking . . . me,” Marcion croaked. He
struggled to speak with Miriam’s hand clutching his
throat.

“Stupid fuck,” Miriam
scolded Marcion. She squeezed his throat with more force, examined
his face for a moment to assess his claim, and continued, “He’s
smart enough to know you don’t destroy the talent.”

“It’s . . . true . . .
It’s true,”
Marcion pleaded, his bulging eyes making him even more hideous.
Realizing that Marcion spoke the truth, Miriam released him and
hopped down to the ledge of the steeple.

“You cunt!” he screamed. Retreating to
the frame from which the bell hung, he spat and choked as he went.
He pointed violently at her with a mutilated claw and shrieked,
“Fuck you! Fuck you!”

“Fuck me, indeed,” replied
Miriam with a smile, her agitation melting into a smug
satisfaction. Her abilities were finally being
appreciated.

“Watch yourself, little
bitch,” snapped a disheveled Marcion, the demon composing himself
while tearing off bits of flesh that Miriam loosened and eating
them
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